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Extensive fires are the latest threat to the Amazon rain forest. In addition to the fires, other humancaused destruction is also taking its toll, including damage from indiscriminate and illegal logging,
land cleared for agriculture and cattle raising, and contamination from mining, especially gold
mining. Experts disagree about the extent of the burning during the past three months and about
whether it is related to El Nino, a cyclical rise in Pacific water temperatures that affects jet-stream
patterns and alters weather around the globe. Some environmentalists say the fires in Brazil dwarf
the much publicized ones in Indonesia and Malaysia and could ultimately pose a huge threat to the
rain forest's biodiversity, the supply of breathable air, and even the world's climate.
In the past two years, the Amazon has seen some of its worst burning ever. Experts say the fires
are part of an upswing in deforestation that followed a decline in the late 1980s. Just five years
after Brazil hosted the world's first Earth Summit amid optimism that conservation was becoming
a priority, the Amazon seems in more danger than ever. Satellites that track the burning in the
Amazon give an alarming picture. A US satellite picked up one fire in late July that covered almost
the entire area between the rivers Teles Pires and Juruena, which lie some 150 km apart.
But satellites do not tell the whole story, according to the Massachusetts-based Woods Hole
Research Center. The center says that under the forest canopy, which the satellite equipment does
not penetrate, thousands of additional square kilometers of vegetation are burning. Fires threaten
health and safety in Amazon cities In addition, in the northern Amazon river basin, El Nino has
reduced air humidity, normally around 95%, to about 35%, causing many deliberately set fires to
burn out of control. The fires are often fed by foliage that has been stripped and burned to make way
for cattle grazing. No widespread effort is made to extinguish the fires because they are mostly on
private property, and they are not in danger of spreading to populated areas. The huge clouds of
choking smoke, however, do pose serious health hazards. "
In Manaus, one of the two largest cities in the Amazon, a large cloud of smoke is hovering over
the city," said Garo Batmanian, executive director for the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) in Brazil.
"Health officials have told us that they have an increase of 40% in respiratory disease." The airport
in Rio Branco, capital of the state of Acre, was closed twice recently because of thick smog. About
30 children are taken to the city's clinic every day because of respiratory problems. Airports in
the Amazonas state capital Manaus and in the southern Amazonian state of Rondonia are only
open to instrument-guided landings. "Last Monday we had to close because it was so bad the
pilots wouldn't even risk landing with instruments," said Manaus airport spokeswoman Christiane
Estolamo on Oct. 3.

Relationship between fires and deforestation disputed
"The number of fires where there formerly was forest is a good, if indirect, indicator of
deforestation," said WWF's Batmanian. The government says, however, that the fires do not
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necessarily indicate the amount of deforestation since many represent farmers maintaining areas
previously cut. "It would be irresponsible to say whether deforestation is going up or down until the
figures are ready," said Thelma Krug, coordinator for the department of the Instituto Nacional de
Pesquisas Espaciais (INPE) that monitors deforestation. But critics say the agency has been dragging
its feet in releasing data from the satellite photos that could determine exactly how much forest has
been lost.
The INPE first promised that 1995-1996 figures would be released last November, then said March.
On Oct. 9, the government said it would release the data on Nov. 30. "The only reason that data isn't
analyzed and available is that the government doesn't want it to be," said Stephen Schwartzman, a
senior scientist at the Washington-based Environmental Defense Fund. Eduardo Martins, president
of Brazilian environmental agency Instituto Brasileiro do Meio Ambiente e Recursos Naturais
(IBAMA), said the number of fires has increased 17% over 1996 as agriculture, in particular soybean
cultivation, made giant inroads into the jungle.
Martins is one of the few high-level government officials willing to admit that Amazon deforestation
is increasing. His agency is responsible for stopping the destruction, and the satellite data is crucial.
Even with information, it's a daunting task with fewer than 400 poorly paid inspectors to cover a
region twice the size of France and Spain combined. Martins said in past decades, deforestation was
largely a result of large-scale projects such as dams, timber harvests, cattle ranches, highways, and
campesino settlements often encouraged by government incentives. Today, the main culprit is a host
of smaller interests, from furniture makers to poor farmers searching for land, along with an influx
of foreign loggers, mainly from Asia, who have been investing heavily in the region since 1994.
"The fires come only at the end," said the head of Greenpeace Brazil, Roberto Kishinami. "If logging
companies are no longer interested in the remaining trees, the large landowner burns them down
to get more grazing land." Numerous "garimpeiros," or gold prospectors, also contribute to the
ecological destruction. "They start fires to drive the animals out of their caves, turning day into
night," said a report in Veja. The prospectors also cause major pollution of the rivers and streams.
A recent survey released by the WWF showed that Brazil has the highest annual rate of forest loss
in the world, although government officials disputed the conclusion. More than 10% of the Amazon
rain forest, often referred to as the "lungs of the Earth," and home to two-thirds of the world's
remaining tropical hardwood, has already been cut down.

Government will allow private controlled logging
To curb illegal and indiscriminate logging in the Amazon, in July the government agreed to allow
a private company to lease a tract of land and harvest wood for five years under strict guidelines.
The government estimates that 80% of timber that leaves the region has been illegally cut. The
experiment, which the government claims will both generate revenue an estimated US$270,000
a year and lead to more effective protection of the environment, is the first of its kind in Brazil.
IBAMA's Martins announced that timber-exploitation concessions are being offered in five areas,
starting with 5,000 hectares of the Tapajos National Forests, in the eastern Amazon. "This is not
a case of privatization, the forests will continue to be public property," said Martins, adding that
strict controls will govern the extraction, such as a limit on the number of trees felled and a limit on
damage.
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Loggers will only be allowed to cut trees at least 22 inches in diameter, according to Cleuber
Lisboa of IBAMA and a member of the Tapajos project. IBAMA will monitor the logging and,
if the forest is not regenerating normally, the agency will reforest the area with native species.
Environmentalists say the plan is irresponsible because it lacks a reliable method of enforcement.
"We don't understand why the government is opening up a new area of the Amazon to exploitation
when they can't control logging where it's already taking place," said a Greenpeace spokesperson.
(Sources: Inter Press Service, 07/19/97; Deutsche Press Agentur, 09/04/97; Associated Press, 07/21/97,
08/10/97, 10/09/97; Reuter, 08/04/97, 10/03/97, 10/09/97; ABC News, 10/09/97)
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